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Abstract

This study traces the transformation of the concept of state sovereignty from the Treaty of Westphalia to the present day, exploring how global 
security dynamics and human rights norms have shaped contemporary understandings of sovereignty. Prepared through qualitative research 
and document analysis, this study conducts examination of primary sources such as the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the Rome Statute, and Responsibility to Protect (R2P) documents, along with the relevant secondary literature. In doing so, historical 
processes and regional variations are visualized and evaluated in a comparative manner. The findings indicate that sovereignty has shifted 
away from its classical conception as an absolute authority, evolving into a responsibility-oriented framework shaped by human rights and 
international security norms. In particular, the R2P principle has fundamentally redefined the concept of sovereignty by emphasizing states’ 
obligations to protect their populations. However, regional power balances and geopolitical differences hinder the consistent application of 
this new understanding of sovereignty at the international level. While sovereignty is still defended in a more rigid and traditional manner in 
the Middle East and Africa, it assumes a more normative and flexible form in Western countries, exhibiting certain inconsistencies. This 
indicates that sovereignty today possesses a multidimensional, dynamic, and normative character, playing a complex role within the 
international system. Ultimately, the study aims to highlight the evolution of sovereignty in international relations, particularly its 
transformation in response to global security threats and the increasing primacy of human rights. 
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Egemenlikten insan haklarına: Uluslararası hukukun değişen paradigmaları 

Öz 

Bu çalışma, Westfalya Antlaşması’ndan günümüze kadar devlet egemenliği kavramının dönüşümünü inceleyerek, küresel güvenlik dinamikleri ve 
insan hakları normlarının egemenlik anlayışını nasıl şekillendirdiğini ele almaktadır. Nitel araştırma ve belge tarama yöntemiyle BM Şartı, İnsan 
Hakları Evrensel Beyannamesi, Roma Statüsü ve Koruma Sorumluluğu (R2P) belgeleri gibi birincil kaynaklar ile ilgili ikincil literatür analiz 
edilerek hazırlanan bu çalışmada tarihsel süreçler ve bölgesel farklılıklar görselleştirilerek karşılaştırmalı olarak değerlendirilmektedir. Elde 
edilen bulgular, egemenliğin klasik mutlak otorite anlayışından uzaklaşarak, insan hakları ve uluslararası güvenlik normları çerçevesinde 
sorumluluk temelli bir yapıya evrildiğini göstermektedir. Özellikle R2P ilkesi, devletlerin vatandaşlarını koruma yükümlülüğünü ön plana 
çıkararak egemenlik kavramının tanımını köklü biçimde değiştirmiştir. Bununla birlikte, bölgesel güç dengeleri ve jeopolitik farklılıklar, bu yeni 
egemenlik anlayışının uluslararası düzeyde tutarlı bir şekilde uygulanmasını engellemektedir. Orta Doğu ve Afrika’da egemenlik hala daha katı 
ve geleneksel biçimde savunulurken, Batı ülkelerinde daha normatif ve esnek bir yapıdadır ve tutarsızlıklar barındırmaktadır. Bu durum, 
egemenlik kavramının günümüzde çok boyutlu, dinamik ve normatif bir nitelik taşıdığını ve uluslararası sistemde karmaşık bir rol üstlendiğini 
ortaya koymaktadır. Nihayetinde, çalışma, uluslararası ilişkilerde egemenliğin evrimine ve özellikle küresel güvenlik tehditlerine yanıt olarak 
geçirdiği dönüşüme ve insan haklarının artan önceliğine dikkat çekmeyi amaçlamaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Uluslararası hukuk, egemenlik, insan hakları, R2P 

INTRODUCTION 

Sovereignty is one of the fundamental concepts of international law, shaping the dynamics of interstate relations and forming 
the foundation of the modern state system. Initially conceptualized by thinkers such as Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes, 
sovereignty emerged as a principle denoting the absolute and indivisible authority of states within their territorial boundaries. 
However, the evolution of international relations in the 20th and 21st centuries has challenged this classical understanding. 
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Globalization, increasing interdependence among states, the emergence of supranational organizations, and the rise of human 
rights have redefined sovereignty, rendering it a more complex and dynamic concept (Kılıç, 2024: p. 1818; Yoon, 2024: p. 216).  

Following the Cold War, the focus on international security has shifted from traditional state-centered threats to 
transnational challenges such as terrorism, cyberattacks, cross-border pandemics, and climate change. These threats, which 
transcend national borders, require collective action and international cooperation, compelling states to reassess the rigidity of 
their sovereignty rights. For instance, the role of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) in maintaining international peace 
and security has frequently involved measures that impinge upon state sovereignty, including economic sanctions, 
peacekeeping operations, and, in certain cases, military interventions. Similarly, regional organizations such as NATO and the 
European Union (EU) have established a model of shared sovereignty, in which member states cede certain aspects of their 
autonomy in exchange for collective security and political stability. This paradigm shift reflects the growing recognition that 
sovereignty must adapt to the complexities of a globalized world (Buchanan, 2008: p. 45).  

The increasing emphasis on human rights within the framework of international law has played an equally significant role 
in reshaping the concept of sovereignty. The adoption of Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), in 1948 marked the 
beginning of a new era in which the protection of individual rights emerged as a central objective of international law (McDougal 
et al., 2019). Over the decades, various international treaties, conventions, and institutions have been established to safeguard 
human rights, often imposing obligations on states that limit their sovereign discretion. Especially, the Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P) doctrine highlights this shift by asserting that sovereignty a responsibility. Under the R2P principle, the international 
community is obliged to intervene when a state fails to protect its population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, or 
crimes against humanity. While such interventions aim to safeguard fundamental human rights, they simultaneously challenge 
the traditional notion of sovereignty as inviolable and absolute (ICISS, 2001). 

The interaction between sovereignty and human rights has sparked extensive academic debate. Traditionalists argue that 
sovereignty constitutes the cornerstone of the international order, and any erosion of this principle undermines the stability 
and independence of states (Marks, 2014: p. 12). In contrast, proponents of a more flexible framework of sovereignty contend 
that the doctrine must evolve to align with the realities of a globalized world, where collective action is indispensable for 
addressing shared challenges. Humanitarian interventions, often controversial, exemplify this tension, as they are conducted in 
the name of universal values while infringing upon state autonomy. This duality underscores the need for a balanced approach 
that reconciles principles of state sovereignty with the imperatives of global governance and the protection of human rights 
(Gerhards, et al., 2024). 

From a theoretical perspective, the transformation of sovereignty can be understood as part of a broader evolution in the 
structure of international law. While the Westphalian model emphasized the absolute autonomy of states, contemporary 
developments suggest a gradual shift toward a model incorporating shared responsibility and accountability. Supranational 
institutions, non-state actors, and transnational agreements increasingly limit the practical autonomy traditionally associated 
with sovereignty. These developments challenge the notion of sovereignty as a static and immutable concept, highlighting its 
capacity to adapt to new global realities. 

This analysis examines transformations in the understanding of sovereignty through case studies, legal precedents, and 
international frameworks. The study addresses the relationships between state autonomy, collective security, and global human 
rights, evaluating international law, contemporary developments, and how traditional sovereign services are being reshaped. It 
also examines the global developments and consequences of these events, the legal mechanisms addressing these issues, and 
discusses the tension between state borders and international cooperation, as well as the country’s potential for adapting to the 
security of the global community. 

In this context, the research questions shaping the study were determined as follows: 

RQ1: While the alignment of sovereignty with human rights norms in international law is universally accepted in discourse, 
why is this transformation applied inconsistently and selectively in practice? 

RQ2: How is the concept of sovereignty perceived in different regional contexts (Middle East, Africa, Europe, America) and 
how do these perceptions affect the application of international legal norms? 

RQ3: Does the likelihood of R2P being implemented depend on the geopolitical balance of power and the political preferences 
of major powers rather than the intensity of human rights violations in a country? 

RQ4: Is sovereignty truly transforming with the rise of human rights norms, or is it evolving into a hybrid model restructured 
in line with the interests of international actors? 

In line with the framework presented by the research questions, the main argument of the study is as follows: 

This article argues that the claim that sovereignty has shifted from an understanding of “absolute authority” to a 
“responsibility-based” structure is particularly strengthened by documents such as the UDHR, the Rome Statute, and the R2P. 
The main argument of the study is that although sovereignty has acquired a universal character at the discursive level, in 
practice it has transformed into an “unequal sovereignty regime” shaped by regional and geopolitical power asymmetries. 

This argument is based on three key observations: 
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1. Although global security and human rights norms limit sovereignty, these limitations produce different outcomes 
depending on the international position of states and regional power relations. 

2. Humanitarian interventions and R2P practices are not consistent due to power imbalances in the international system; 
while interventions occur in cases such as Libya, Kosovo and Darfur, the obstruction of intervention in regions 
experiencing high humanitarian catastrophes such as Syria or Yemen reveals a serious norm-practice gap. 

3. Regional perceptions of sovereignty vary radically depending on the historical and political context; in regions such as 
the Middle East and Africa, sovereignty is more defensive and rigidly protected, while in Europe and the Americas, a 
more flexible and shared sovereignty structure is observed. 

METHOD 

This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical research design to examine the transformation of the concept of 
sovereignty in international law, particularly in light of rising global security concerns and the growing prioritization of human 
rights. The research focuses on interpreting legal texts, doctrines, institutional practices, and normative frameworks within 
their historical and geopolitical context. The main objective is to trace the paradigmatic shift from classical Westphalian 
sovereignty toward a more conditional and responsibility-based understanding embedded in human rights discourse. 

Data for this study were collected from both primary and secondary sources, enabling understanding of the legal and 
theoretical dimensions of the transformation of sovereignty. Primary sources include key international legal instruments such 
as the UN Charter (1945), the UDHR (1948), the Geneva Conventions (1949), the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court (1998), and the R2P doctrine (2005). In addition, relevant UN Security Council and General Assembly resolutions, reports 
of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS, 2001), and judicial decisions of institutions such 
as the European Court of Human Rights were examined. These documents were analyzed in terms of their language on 
sovereignty and intervention, legal innovations, and normative implications. The secondary sources consist of academic works 
by leading scholars in international law and political theory, including Stephen Krasner, Martha Finnemore, Louis Henkin, Anne-
Marie Slaughter, Martti Koskenniemi and Seyla Benhabib. These sources have helped situate legal developments within broader 
theoretical debates on legitimacy, authority, and global governance.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The transformation of international law, particularly the evolution of sovereignty and the rise of human rights, has attracted 
substantial scholarly attention. Since the mid-twentieth century, the sovereignty paradigm has faced significant challenges, 
especially with the universalization of human rights. Louis Henkin argues that the notion of “absolute sovereignty” in 
international law has diminished and that the principle of non-intervention is no longer absolute (Henkin, 1995: pp. 10-
12).Thomas Franck similarly contends that the legitimacy of international law now rests not on coercive sanctions but on the 
perceived fairness and procedural integrity of its norms (Franck, 1990), emphasizing that international legal rules-particularly 
in areas such as human rights-are increasingly evaluated in terms of their “compliance pull”. 

Benedict Kingsbury examines the tension between sovereignty and human rights, arguing that the rise of international 
courts and normative regimes-such as the International Criminal Court (ICC)- reflects a structural shift in the architecture of 
global legal authority (Kingsbury, 1998: p. 600). By holding state actors accountable for human rights violations, these 
institutions have effectively pierced the veil of sovereign immunity. Another prominent scholar advancing the idea of flexible 
sovereignty in the face of human rights is Anne-Marie Slaughter, who advocates a network-based model of global governance 
in international law. She emphasizes that the state is no longer a single, unitary actor but part of a multilayered structure 
(Slaughter, 2004: p. 33).  

Martti Koskenniemi argues that with the rise of human rights, international law has acquired a more “political” character, 
heightening critiques of the neutrality and objectivity of law (Koskenniemi, 2011: p. 24). The critical legal studies approach also 
raises concerns that human rights discourse may function as a new form of hegemony. Gibney (2015: 170) similarly emphasizes 
that, despite the UDHR, states use the rhetoric of sovereignty as a shield to evade international responsibility. He argues that 
the classical understanding of sovereignty is the primary obstacle limiting the implementation of human rights, and therefore, 
states must transition to a new understanding of sovereignty that acknowledges extraterritorial obligations. 

Normative change in international law is reflected in theory and state practice. The R2P doctrine is one of the most concrete 
manifestations of this. Developed by Gareth Evans and Mohamed Sahnoun, the doctrine links sovereignty to a state’s ability to 
protect its population and legitimizes international intervention when this responsibility is not fulfilled (Evans & Sahnoun, 
2002: p. 102). Finnemore (2003) argues that the legitimacy of intervention has evolved alongside international human rights 
norms, and that sovereignty has increasingly become dependent on accepted standards of state conduct. Ruti Teitel explains all 
this with the concept of “humanity’s law,” a hybrid normative system that combines humanitarian law, human rights law, and 
criminal law to create a new foundation for global legal regulation (Teitel, 2011: p. 11). 

Moreover, Seyla Benhabib draws attention to the cosmopolitan turn in legal theory, arguing that human rights represent a 
universal moral claim that transcends national borders (Benhabib, 2006: p. 20). She maintains that the tension between 
democratic sovereignty and universal human rights should be balanced not through a rigid hierarchy but through legal and 
institutional pluralism. Critical voices warn against celebrating this normative evolution unreservedly. For instance, Stephen 
Hopgood criticizes the human rights movement for becoming overly institutionalized and disconnected from grassroots 
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political struggles (Hopgood, 2013). He argues that although the global human rights regime is normatively ambitious, it often 
reflects Western priorities and existing power asymmetries. Furthermore, Christian Reus-Smit’s theory of normative structures 
demonstrates that the balance between core norms such as sovereignty and human rights within international society shifts 
over time (Smit, 1999: p. 133). 

These perspectives collectively point to a profound restructuring of the normative foundations of international law. Hannum 
and his colleagues (Hannum et al., 2011) state that state sovereignty often conflicts with the self-determination and identity 
rights of minorities; therefore, the classical understanding of sovereignty should be reinterpreted to be compatible with human 
rights. Sovereignty is no longer perceived as an absolute territorial authority but as contingent upon a state’s adherence to 
international norms and its responsibility toward its population. The literature also emphasizes the growing role of non-state 
actors, international institutions, and transnational networks in shaping legal discourse, suggesting that international law is 
moving toward a more decentralized and pluralistic structure. 

International law literature, particularly through the work of authors such as Henkin, Slaughter, Kingsbury, Orford, and 
Krasner, has extensively discussed the evolution of sovereignty from absolute authority to a more flexible, human rights-based, 
and accountability-oriented structure. However, the existing literature has largely focused on theoretical analysis of this 
normative transformation, with limited comprehensive and comparative studies examining how and why this transformation 
has been inconsistently implemented across regions. 

This study makes an original contribution to the literature in three aspects: 

1. It offers a hybrid approach that combines normative literature with data. 
2. It systematically reveals the regional asymmetry of sovereignty. 
3. Develops a new framework for selective implementation of R2P. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The normative structure of international law has transformed over the last two decades, evolving from a state-centric 
conception of sovereignty to a more participatory model that prioritizes human rights. This evolutionary process represents a 
shift from the principles of sovereignty as an absolute and centralized authority to more pluralistic and cooperative normative 
framework shaped around the universal values of human rights. The theoretical foundation of this rests both on critical 
approaches that question claims of absolute sovereignty and on the institutionalization of human rights as global governance 
norms. 

Sovereignty, in its modern sense, was first defined in the sixteenth century by Jean Bodin as the absolute, indivisible, and 
perpetual authority of the state within its territorial boundaries (Bodin, 1576). In the post-Westphalian order, it was 
institutionalized as a cornerstone of the modern international system. However, from the second half of the twentieth century, 
particularly following the emergence of the human rights regime after World War II, this notion of absolute sovereignty has 
increasingly been questioned (Henkin, 1990). One of the key theoretical frameworks that helps explain this transformation is 
Stephen Krasner’s concept of the “organized hypocrisy” of sovereignty. According to Krasner, sovereignty is both a legal norm 
and a flexible concept that can be violated (Krasner, 1999). In other words, in contemporary international law, sovereignty can 
no longer be reduced to the principle of non-intervention; rather, there is a growing recognition that states carry obligations to 
respect and protect human rights (Gaeta et al., 2020: p. 55). Krasner views sovereignty not only as a legal principle but also as 
a socially constructed concept. He classifies sovereignty under categories such as “international legal sovereignty,” “domestic 
sovereignty,” “Westphalian sovereignty,” and “interdependence sovereignty” (Krasner, 1988). This typology highlights the 
dynamic and context-dependent nature of sovereignty. Similarly, constructivist scholars like Thomas Biersteker and Cynthia 
Weber argue that sovereignty must be reinterpreted within the changing global normative framework (Biersteker & Weber, 
2011). 

The conceptualization of sovereignty as a social construct is particularly prominent in structuralist and post-structuralist 
approaches within international legal theory. For instance, Anne Orford contends that sovereignty is no longer solely about 
authority but is increasingly transformed into a norm that entails responsibility (Orford, 2011). Likewise, Başak Çalı argues that 
in contemporary international law, sovereignty is intertwined with obligations to respect human rights. She maintains that the 
legitimacy of states now depends not only on their domestic governance but also on the extent to which they comply with the 
international normative system (Çalı, 2015: p. 511). R2P doctrine, adopted at the 2005 UN World Summit, represents a 
significant normative shift in the understanding of sovereignty. The doctrine asserts that the international community has a 
duty to intervene when states fail to fulfill their sovereign responsibilities (A/RES/60/1, 2005). Similarly, the recognition of 
individual rights through institutions such as the European Court of Human Rights and the International Criminal Court has 
fundamentally transformed the classical concept of sovereignty (de Búrca, 2021). 

At this point, it is necessary to examine the R2P principle more specifically. R2P emphasizes that a state is not only an 
authority within its territory but also bears a responsibility to protect human rights, representing a normative rupture in the 
traditional understanding of sovereignty. In this sense, R2P redefines sovereignty not merely as non-intervention in domestic 
affairs but as a global ethical obligation (Nantermoz & Turan, 2023: p. 205). The doctrine reinforces the understanding that 
sovereignty is no longer an absolute shield; rather, it positions the state as an accountable actor within the framework of the 
international normative order (Singh, 2024: p. 16).  
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The concept of “sovereignty as responsibility” was first introduced in the early 1990s by Francis Deng in the context of the 
UN Representative on Internally Displaced Persons. This approach conceptualized the state not only as a sovereign authority 
acting on behalf of its people but also as an actor responsible for protecting their fundamental rights (Deng et al., 1996). The 
R2P doctrine institutionalized this approach within a normative framework, proposing a three-pillar structure: the 
responsibility to prevent, the responsibility to react, and the responsibility to rebuild (ICISS, 2001). Consequently, sovereignty 
has shifted from an exclusive entitlement to a domain of responsibility; a state’s legitimacy now depends not only on its control 
over territorial borders but also on its effectiveness in protecting the basic rights of its population (Bellamy, 2014). Within this 
theoretical framework, the paradigm shift from sovereignty to human rights is considered a comprehensive restructuring with 
not only normative but also institutional and functional dimensions. Indeed, the fundamental thesis is that this process reshapes 
not only legal norms but also power relations within the international system. 

THE EVOLUTION OF SOVEREIGNTY FROM WESTPHALIA TO THE PRESENT DAY 

Sovereignty in international law is a complex and dynamic construct. Two primary assumptions can be posited in this 
context. First, the impact of global security dynamics on the concept of sovereignty, including how international security threats 
necessitate cooperative legal and political frameworks that challenge traditional notions of state autonomy. Second, the 
influence of human rights on sovereignty, particularly how international human rights norms and mechanisms impose 
limitations on state sovereignty to protect individual and collective rights. This study is grounded in a constructivist 
international relations approach, which assumes that international norms, values, and identities shape state behavior and the 
broader international system. This framework is particularly useful for analyzing how evolving norms surrounding security and 
human rights reshape both the understanding and practice of sovereignty. Additionally, elements of legal pluralism are 
incorporated to examine how multiple legal systems and norms coexist and interact within the international legal order. This 
section presents the key findings of the study, derived from an analysis of primary and secondary sources on the subject.  

Table 1. Evolution of Sovereignty - Key Milestones in International Law* 

Year Event Impact on Sovereignty 

1648 Treaty of Westphalia (Establishment of State Sovereignty) 
Formalized the principle of state 

sovereignty. 

1945 UN Charter (Collective Security Framework) 
Established international cooperation on 

security matters. 

1948 UDHR (Human Rights Framework) 
Introduced human rights as a limitation 

on sovereignty. 

1991 End of Cold War (Global Security Transformation) 
Shifted focus to transnational threats and 

interventions. 

2005 
R2P Doctrine (Sovereignty as Responsibility) Introduced human rights 

as a limitation on sovereignty. 
Redefined sovereignty with a focus on 

human rights. 
*Prepared by the author 

Table 1 highlights key historical events that have shaped the concept of sovereignty in international law. The Peace of 
Westphalia (1648) established the foundational principle of state sovereignty by emphasizing territorial integrity and non-
intervention. This treaty laid the groundwork for a dynamic system of sovereign states that solidified in the subsequent 
centuries. The Westphalian system marks the transition from medieval practices of political authority to the framework of 
modern sovereign states, encompassing core principles such as sovereignty, non-intervention, and the establishment of 
international law (Doğan, 2023: p. 368).Although the Peace of Westphalia is often celebrated for its contributions to state 
sovereignty and international law, some scholars argue that its legacy is more complex, reflecting ongoing tensions between 
state authority and religious identity in global politics (Kunina, 2024: p. 407). Central to this tension was the limitation of 
legitimacy claims by religious authorities, such as the Catholic Church and the Papacy, the secularization of sovereignty, and the 
diminishing role of religion in political affairs. Indeed, the formal adoption of the principle cuius regio, eius religio (“whose 
realm, his religion”) recognized the state’s right to assert authority over religion, aiming for political unity and order rather than 
religious pluralism (Krasner, 1999: p. 21).  

Subsequent milestones, such as the UN Charter and the UDHR, established collective security and human rights as 
fundamental principles and progressively limited absolute state sovereignty. The relationship between the UN and state 
sovereignty is complex, as UN principles often challenge traditional notions of sovereignty. In the post-colonial era, the UN 
played a significant role in state-building, reshaping the concept of sovereignty in the context of newly independent nations 
emerging from colonial rule. While the UN Charter emphasizes state sovereignty and non-intervention, certain situations 
necessitate intervention, raising questions about balancing respect for sovereignty with addressing global issues such as human 
rights and security (Muschik, 2022). Nevertheless, states engage in dialogue and cooperation within the UN framework, 
balancing national interests with global responsibilities, which at times leads to tensions between sovereignty and international 
obligations (Nurhalimah et al., 2023: p. 139). 

The next milestone is the UDHR, adopted by the UN General Assembly on 10 December 1948, which represents a significant 
turning point symbolizing the shift in international law from a state-centric approach to one focused on individual rights. With 
this declaration, the concept of human rights introduced a new constraint on sovereignty (Kumar & Kumar, 2024: p. 9). The 
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UDHR significantly impacts the notion of sovereignty by establishing a framework that prioritizes human rights over state 
authority. It challenges traditional understandings of sovereignty by asserting that states are obliged to respect and protect the 
rights of individuals, even when such obligations may conflict with national interests. By promoting the idea that human rights 
are inherent to all individuals, the document limits the absolute character of state sovereignty (Zandy, 2019: p. 56). 

The end of the Cold War was a complex process shaped by economic, political, and ideological dynamics. It prompted a 
reevaluation of the national sphere and led to changes in the understanding of sovereignty, challenging the traditional existence 
of sovereignty, particularly the principle of non-intervention. During this period, a trend toward humanitarian interventions 
and the establishment of an international order concerning state borders was frequently observed (El-Taki, 2024: p. 632). The 
acceleration of globalization and the growing influence of international actors and norms weakened state authority. Global 
economic integration expanded the multinational and complex economic sphere, while international norms offering 
frameworks in areas such as human rights, environmental protection, and international criminal justice reshaped the limits of 
non-interference in domestic affairs.  

Finally, R2P has signaled a paradigm shift by reframing sovereignty as a responsibility rather than a privilege. The doctrine 
exemplifies how human rights concerns can override traditional notions of sovereignty and justify intervention in cases of 
serious human rights violations (Tang, 2023: p. 192). This evolution reflects the increasing complexity of international law in 
balancing state sovereignty with global governance and the protection of human rights. R2P emphasizes that states have a duty 
to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity, and that the international 
community must intervene if states fail to fulfill this responsibility (Mardiyanto & Hidayatulloh, 2023: p. 105). By asserting the 
international community’s obligation to respond to mass atrocities, R2P fundamentally challenges traditional conceptions of 
state sovereignty. The R2P concept is based on two core principles: first, that state sovereignty entails the responsibility to 
protect its citizens; and second, that the primary duty of protection rests with the state itself. When a population suffers serious 
harm due to internal conflict, rebellion, oppression, or state failure, and the state is unwilling or unable to act, the principle of 
non-intervention gives way to the international commitment embodied in R2P (Anam, 2015: p. 3).  

Table 2. Sovereignty and Human Rights Interventions* 

Region Case Intervening Entity Primary Justification Impact on Sovereignty 
Africa and 

Middle East 
 

Somalia 
(1992) 

 

U.S.-led UNITAF 
under UN mandate 

Humanitarian 
Intervention 

 

Shifted sovereignty toward 
international humanitarian 

responsibility. 

Europe 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
(1992-1995) 

NATO (IFOR/SFOR) 
Humanitarian 
Intervention 

Restricted sovereignty through 
international oversight. 

Europe 
 

Kosovo (1999) 
NATO (KFOR) 

 

Humanitarian 
Intervention 

 

Restricted sovereignty through 
external military intervention. 

Asia-Pacific 
 

East Timor 
(1999) 

 

Australia-led 
INTERFET + UN 

Humanitarian 
intervention / civilian 

protection 

Temporary loss of sovereignty 
followed by UN transitional 

administration and independence. 
Africa and 

Middle East 
Darfur (2003) 

UN + African Union 
(UNAMID) 

Human Rights 
Violations 

Prioritized civilian protection over 
absolute sovereignty. 

Africa and 
Middle East 

Libya (2011) NATO and UN R2P 
Challenged absolute sovereignty under 

R2P. 
Africa and 

Middle East 
Syria (2011) - - - 

*Prepared by the author 

Table 2 illustrates how humanitarian and international military interventions have altered the traditional understanding of 
state sovereignty by prioritizing human rights and the protection of civilians. The UN and U.S. intervention in Somalia (1992) 
aimed to halt the famine caused by the civil war and protect civilians (Recchia, 2020). This intervention is one of the first 
examples of the weakening of the concept of absolute sovereignty by legitimizing international humanitarian intervention. 
Similarly, the NATO intervention in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1995) was carried out to stop ethnic violence and protect civilians 
during the Bosnian War (Szandzik, 2023). The international military presence and external control mechanisms in the country 
have limited state sovereignty. 

In Kosovo, NATO intervened after the conflicts between Serbs and Albanians intensified in 1998–1999. The intervention, 
particularly the one initiated by the UN and NATO on March 24, 1999, marked the beginning of a new era for Kosovo. The NATO 
intervention largely brought an end to the conflicts and paved the way for Kosovo’s eventual independence (Oduncu, 2019: p. 
1). This intervention has been considered a significant example of an international organization intervening in state sovereignty 
in the name of protecting human rights. The East Timor intervention (1999) is another example of UN regionally deployed 
interventions in Australia (UN, SC/6745, 1999). Similar debates arose during the Darfur crisis in 2003. The mass human rights 
violations and humanitarian crisis in Darfur brought the tension between the international community’s responsibility to 
intervene and state sovereignty back to the forefront (Elzarov, 2021: p. 13). 
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The Gaddafi regime’s harsh crackdown on civilians during the uprisings that began in Libya in 2011 resulted in the deaths 
of thousands of people. In response, the UN and NATO intervened in Libya under the pretext of protecting civilians. The socio-
economic and political uprisings that began in February 2011, coupled with the impact of international intervention, paved the 
way for the collapse of the Gaddafi regime (Estriani, 2023: p. 35). Overall, these examples highlight the tension between state 
sovereignty and the responsibility to protect human rights, demonstrating a transformation in the understanding of sovereignty 
within the international system. Finally, The Syrian civil war has highlighted the political nature of R2P and humanitarian 
intervention. Despite mass civilian casualties, divisions within the UN Security Council have hampered collective action. This 
has reinforced criticisms that humanitarian interventions are shaped more by geopolitical interests than by universal legal 
principles. 

In summary, the marked increase in the use of the term “human rights” after the 1990s reflects the growing global 
prioritization of individual rights and international accountability, particularly following the end of the Cold War and the 
establishment of mechanisms such as R2P. Similarly, the consistent prominence of the term “security” aligns with the rise of 
transnational threats, including terrorism and cyberattacks (Huttunen, 2024: p. 778). Meanwhile, the variable frequency of the 
term “sovereignty” points to an ongoing debate about the role of state autonomy in a rapidly globalizing world, where it must 
be balanced against international obligations.  

Furthermore, the unequal application of international interventions in different regions is noteworthy. The Middle East and 
Africa stand out as regions where interventions are most intense (Minko, 2024: p. 21). This is closely linked to the prevalence 
of ongoing armed conflicts, governance crises, political instability, and human rights violations in these regions. In contrast, the 
lower rates of intervention in Europe and the Americas can be explained by the relatively stable political structures in these 
regions. This strengthens the argument that international intervention mechanisms are applied selectively. 

Table 3. International Legal Frameworks Addressing Sovereignty and Human Rights* 

Framework Adoption Year Focus Impact on Sovereignty 

UN Charter 1945 
Collective security and 

sovereignty. 
Limited unilateral actions through 

collective decision-making. 
Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights 
1948 

Establishment of global human 
rights norms. 

Introduced human rights as a global 
priority. 

Geneva Conventions 1949 
Protection of civilians in armed 

conflicts. 
Imposed international humanitarian 

obligations on states. 

Rome Statute 1998 
Establishment of the 

International Criminal Court. 
Enabled prosecution of crimes against 

humanity and war crimes. 

R2P 2005 
Redefinition of sovereignty as 

responsibility. 
Facilitated interventions in cases of mass 

atrocities. 
*Prepared by the author 

Table 3 summarizes the key international legal frameworks that have redefined sovereignty by incorporating the principles 
of human rights and collective security. UN Charter and the Geneva Conventions established fundamental norms guiding state 
behavior, while the Rome Statute created accountability mechanisms through the International Criminal Court. The R2P further 
advanced the concept of conditional sovereignty (Peter, 2024: p. 7). Collectively, these frameworks demonstrate the legal 
codification of the evolving global values and illustrate how sovereignty has become increasingly intertwined with international 
obligations and shared responsibilities. According to the table above, the protection of human rights has been institutionalized 
over time at the international level. States and the international community have sought to safeguard human rights through 
international instruments, progressively enhancing these protections. From this perspective, sovereignty becomes secondary 
when it comes to the protection of human rights. 

The understanding of sovereignty varies regionally worldwide due to historical, cultural, and political reasons. In the Middle 
East and Africa, states are more sensitive to the principle of sovereignty due to historical colonial experiences and external 
interventions. In contrast, in Europe, sovereignty is viewed more within the framework of common security and cooperation, 
thanks to supranational structures such as the EU and NATO. 

There exists a significant gap between humanitarian crises and the responses they elicit. In other words, not every 
humanitarian crisis prompts intervention. The examined cases indicate that increases in human rights violations often coincide 
with heightened international interventions, reflecting the global community’s reaction to large-scale crises. However, the 
persistent gap between violations and interventions demonstrates that many issues remain unaddressed and raises concerns 
regarding the selectivity and effectiveness of international efforts. This trend underscores the challenges of balancing the need 
for timely intervention with respect for state sovereignty and highlights the importance of preventive measures in reducing 
human rights violations globally. Humanitarian crises typically necessitate intervention and raise complex legal and ethical 
questions regarding state sovereignty and human rights.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Traditionally grounded in the principles of territorial integrity and non-intervention, sovereignty has long constituted the 
foundation of the Westphalian international system. One of the most important factors in this change has been the redefinition 
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of global security. In the post–Cold War era, traditional security threats characterized by interstate wars and military conflicts 
have been increasingly supplanted by transnational challenges such as terrorism, cyber threats, climate change, and pandemics. 
These issues transcend national borders and require multilateral cooperation, often necessitating concessions in state 
sovereignty. International frameworks, such as UNSC resolutions, and regional alliances, such as NATO, implement collective 
measures that require states to relinquish a degree of autonomy for global and regional stability. While these measures aim to 
address global security concerns, they also raise questions regarding legitimacy and accountability, particularly when 
perceived as being applied selectively or influenced by political interests.  

At the same time, the rise of human rights as a cornerstone of international law has fundamentally reshaped the relationship 
between sovereignty and state responsibility. The UDHR, along with subsequent international treaties, has embedded human 
rights into the very fabric of international legal norms. In particular, the R2P doctrine has redefined sovereignty not merely as 
a right but also as a responsibility. Within this framework, states bear the obligation to protect their populations from genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. When states fail to fulfill this responsibility, the international 
community is obliged to intervene. While the R2P principle is praised for prioritizing human rights over state sovereignty, its 
implementation has often been contentious. Critics argue that, even if morally justified, such interventions can undermine the 
sovereignty of weaker states and exacerbate existing geopolitical imbalances. 

This study’s findings elucidate the complex interplay between sovereignty, global security, and human rights. The historical 
analysis reveals a gradual shift from absolute sovereignty toward a more conditional and collaborative model. However, this 
shift is not without its challenges. The selective application of humanitarian interventions, as seen in cases like Libya and Syria, 
underscores the inconsistencies in international practices. While interventions are justified on the grounds of human rights 
and security, their outcomes often depend on the geopolitical interests of powerful states, leading to accusations of double 
standards and a lack of impartiality.  

Moreover, as observed in this study, regional variations in perceptions of sovereignty underscore the significance of 
contextual factors in shaping states’ approaches to sovereignty. In regions such as the Middle East and Africa, where historical 
experiences of colonialism and external interventions are deeply embedded, sovereignty is often regarded as a fundamental 
safeguard against foreign domination. Conversely, in Europe and the Americas, where regional integration and collective 
security mechanisms are more established, sovereignty is increasingly viewed as a shared responsibility. These differences 
highlight the need for a nuanced approach to issues of sovereignty that takes into account the distinct political, historical, and 
cultural contexts of each region (Buchanan, 2013). 

The findings reveal a persistent gap between the scale of human rights violations and the international community’s capacity 
to respond. This gap highlights the limitations of existing mechanisms in addressing global crises comprehensively. Legal 
frameworks such as the Rome Statute and the International Criminal Court have established accountability measures against 
human rights violations, their effectiveness remains constrained by political and institutional challenges. Strengthening these 
mechanisms and ensuring their impartial application is vital to bridging this gap and enhancing the credibility of international 
law (Wheatley, 2019). 

The transformation of sovereignty in international law underscores the dynamic interplay between state autonomy, global 
security, and human rights in an increasingly interconnected world. While sovereignty continues to exist as a fundamental 
principle, its traditional interpretation has evolved to accommodate the demands of collective security and the protection of 
human rights. This evolution reflects the necessary response to transnational challenges such as terrorism, climate change, and 
humanitarian crises challenges that cannot be effectively addressed through the actions of individual states alone.  

As a result, the findings obtained in line with the answers given to the research questions posed in the study are summarized 
below. 

1. The development of human rights regimes and international judicial mechanisms in recent years has given rise to a 
powerful normative discourse that limits the absoluteness of sovereignty. Analysis shows that:  

• Although human rights violations are accepted as a universal principle, 
• International intervention and sanction mechanisms are not applied equally. 

For example, while a rapid intervention was carried out in Libya on the grounds of protecting civilians, consent to 
intervention was not given in cases such as Myanmar, Syria or Yemen, where similar or more serious violations occurred. This 
situation shows that sovereignty violations are related to geopolitical interests rather than humanitarian reasons and 
strengthens the “sovereignty crisis” discussions in the literature. 

2. The concentration of interventions largely in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia reveals two critical observations: 
• Sovereignty has become a norm that is more easily overcome in non-Western regions. 
• In the intra-Western regions (Europe-America), sovereignty is preserved as a more stable and uninterrupted norm 

despite supranational structures. 

This asymmetry demonstrates that while R2P is universal in theory, in practice it has become a tool that produces “selective 
humanitarianism.” This finding reveals that it is deeply intertwined with global power politics, beyond the normative claims of 
international law. 
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3. R2P is the strongest norm claiming to transform sovereignty into a responsibility-based structure. The study identifies 
three key limitations to this norm: 

• Dependence on political veto: R2P implementation often gets stuck in the political balance of the Security Council. 
• Inconsistent intervention practice: The same type of violations is met in different ways, undermining the legitimacy 

of the norm. 
• Results-oriented failure: The regime collapse and prolonged civil war following the Libya intervention demonstrate 

that intervention in the name of human rights does not guarantee human security. 

Therefore, despite its theoretical power, R2P can, in practice, become a framework for legitimizing power politics, rather 
than transforming sovereignty. 

4. The findings of the study defy the view of the transformation of sovereignty as a one-way normative progression. The 
data obtained indicate that, despite the modernization of international law, sovereignty: 

• It shows that it is strengthening in some regions, 
• It is systematically weakening in some regions. 

The transformation of sovereignty in international law signifies a profound shift in how state authority is conceptualized 
and operationalized in an interdependent world.This evolution not only responds to the demands of global security and human 
rights but also underscores the necessity of developing legal framework capable of balancing state autonomy with collective 
responsibility. While progress has been made in rethinking sovereignty as contingent upon a state’s protection of its own 
population, the uneven and often selective application of these principles exposes enduring tensions within the international 
system. Looking ahead, the principal challenge lies in constructing more consistent, legitimate, and equitable legal frameworks 
that safeguard human dignity without compromising the foundational principles of the international order. 

Recommendations 

R2P and interventions should be implemented consistently and based on violations, not geopolitical interests. 

UN decision-making mechanisms should be reformed to reduce political obstruction. 

Regional inequalities should be reduced; sovereignty should be equally limited everywhere vis-à-vis human rights. 

Sovereignty should be redefined as a “responsibility” rather than a “right.” 

Prevention, diplomacy, and reconstruction processes should be strengthened instead of military intervention. 

Limitations and strengths 

Because the study primarily presents a qualitative analysis, the findings are interpretative, and further support with 
quantitative methods could further strengthen the assessment. 

The data used is not primary but compiled from existing literature and documents; future field research could enrich the 
topic with a broader perspective. 

The number of cases related to R2P applications was selectively considered; more case studies have the potential to deepen 
the scope of the topic. 

The impact of the geopolitical balance of power was assessed theoretically and based on literature; more measurable models 
could quantitatively test this relationship in the future. 

Information on the decision-making processes of the UN and international mechanisms is limited by available resources; 
more institutional data could expand this perspective.  

It offers a comprehensive analysis that addresses the subject holistically from historical, theoretical, and legal perspectives. 

A comprehensive review of current literature is conducted, thoroughly discussing the relationship between sovereignty and 
R2P. 

It offers a perspective that reveals the variation of the concept of sovereignty across different regions. 

It conducts a multi-layered assessment by examining the transformation of sovereignty in the global legal order from both 
human rights and security perspectives. 
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